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Why is it necessary to take a special look at films on music and musi- 
cians? The question may well be asked. It is necessary to do so because in 
such films music is related to the cinematic art in two ways. Firstly, it is present 
as music is present in any other film at one level or the other. Secondly, in 
such films music also becomes a subject or a theme. It is a controlling and 
channelizing centre for all the creative forces to converge in. In the former 
case music is one of the constituents of the composite cinematic art. In the 
latter, it is the main directing force in addition to its existence at the level of 
a constituent. Evidently the whole structuring becomes very intricate. As a 
consequence, weightage given to the various combining factors or interacting 
forces varies a great dea]. And hence follows a very important consideration: 
it becomes clear that there cannot be a common set of criteria for judging the 
artistic merit of films in general and films on music and musicians. Or to put 
it more correctly there is a necessity of having an additional set of criteria to - 


judge films on music and musicians. 


Music as Theme 


We have seen that in music-films music becomes a theme. What is a 
theme? We are aware that the term is used in almost all arts and is many a 
time regarded as synonymous with the term ‘subject’. Preferably subject is to 
be treated as a wider term. A subject can have many themes in it. However 
what we are concerned with here is a particular context of the term. When 
music becomes the subject of a film then the theme can be a musical form, 
an instrument, or a personality. At any rate music-film means a film which 
enables us to have musical experience apart from other concomitants like 
literary or visual experiences. I would like to stress the point, because there 
is a tendency to interprete terms like ‘theme’ and ‘subject’ with a pronounced 
literary bias. That thematic development in literature and music have close 
similarities on an abstract plane is of course not denied. For example, state- 
ment of a theme, its reiteration, its elaboration with the help of associated or 
contextual emotive or intellectual features; its total organization which is 
meant to facilitate emergence of a definite structure or pattern; and a type of 
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shaping that allows the dynamics of the theme itself to dictate the course, 
pace and the range of the movement involved, are some of the characteristics 
that are common to thematic development in both literary and musical efforts. 
But it should be noted that these similarities are more or less confined to the 
structural aspect. Beyond this stage the ways and means of literary develop- 
ment are different from that of a music-film. If the literary methods are 
followed or utilized in music-films, they are prone to cause emergence of 
literary-visual experiences and not musical experiences. As all music-films 
are not aimed at giving musical experiences, the literature-biased devices of 
thematic development are not to be altogether set aside. They can be used with 
advantage in educational, documentary, biographical and informative music- 
films. In this context, educational means that which involves actual teaching. 
Documentary means that which records and stores evidence for future use. 
Biographical means that which narrates or constructs a person’s life partially 
or totally with or without the perspective of the life-period of the person 
concerned. Informative means objectively passed on totality of facts about a 
person or a thing with or without including value-judgement about the person 
or thing concerned. - 


It is interesting to note the devices used by music-films that are not 
aimed at giving musical experience. Educational music-films rely mainly on 
narration; documentary type music-films use commentary and persuasion; 
biographical music-films depend on chronology and historical perspective 
while informative music-films take their sustenance from uninvolved state- 
ment and neutral presentation of facts. Now the concepts of narrative, 
commentary, chronology-based historical perspective and factual statement 
are almost self-explanatory. What needs special explanation is their being 
categorized as literary. They are categorized as literary because they are 
conducive to the type of experience that literature gives in its creative and 
critical expiessions. These devices on the other hand do not lead to musical 
experience. This is the reason why music-films should try to evolve a method 
of combining musical characteristics with film-logic instead of literary-visual 
allusions to music with organizational principles that are capable of providing 
only literary experience. 


The explanation for categorizing narrative etc. as literary devices can 
be carried further. They are identified as literary because they are content- 
oriented. Content-oriented devices are those that allow the linguistic meaning 
to assume a role of importance. These devices rely for their successful opera- 
tion on the characteristics of the linguistic meaning. Broadly speaking the 
minimal unit of linguistic meaning can be said to be a word. (Obviously we 
are disregarding the scientific linguistic concepts of morphemes etc. But 
teally they do not matter in the present context). There words get combined 
according to certain laws. Their having denotation and conotation makes 
available to us certain ways of using them affectively (these are the rhetorical 
devices). Consequently concepts of literary style and others allied to it follow. 


. 
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The point to remember is that certain ways of literary expression and the 
consequent emergence of literary forms, genre, is possible because words 
have meanings. These meanings are the content of the words at the basic 
level. The content conditions the expression and this gives rise to devices 
like narrative; commentary; chronology; historical perspective; factual 
statement which are literary for the reasons discussed above. 


It will be clear that we are slowly moving in the direction of facing the 
question: Why literary devices are incapable of providing musical experience? 
The answer is to be sought in the intrinsic or natural distinction btween 
musical and literary experience. Unless the distinction is recognized and 
comprehended in its full import, we are bound to use wrong devices and get 
frustratingly unexpected results. It is necessary to realize that meaningfulness 
(with the inevitable linguistic bias) invariably relies on succession of meaning- 
ful units, unilinearity of progression in the presentation of these units, and 
almost one-to-one correspondence between the meaningful unit and the 
content relevant at any particular moment of time. One glance at the printed 
word (which is the most common and received expression of literature) will 
suffice to prove the existence of these characteristics as typical of literature 


and literary experience. 


Literary and Musical Experience 


The intrinsic or natural distinction between literary and musical expe- 
rience is, as described above, explainable in terms of the three factors of 
succession, unilinearity and unit-content correspondence. These three in 
turn can be traced to one basic difference between the two arts of literature 
and music. The former is a non-performing art and the latter a performing 
one. This distinction assumes importance because one of the consequences of 
this distinction is the use of time these two arts make and the kind of time 
each of them has. A detailed discussion of the respective characteristics of 
literary and musical time will require a separate effort but briefly it can be 
stated that musical time is of a kind that makes for a simultaneous rather than 
for a successive experience. Musical time, in fact, demolishes chronology, 
succession and unilinearity through the devices of simultaneity, multiphony 
and circularity. Disregard of the time-dimension as used in day-to-day life 
eliminates the principle of chronology; the effective existence of more than 
one note at a time eliminates the principle of succession; and lastly, recurrence 
of similar patterns in the same roles (e.g. measurement, providing reference- 
frame for the rhythmic-patterns) does away with the unilinearity of time. 
Musical time has (one can say following Bergson) a continuous present. When 
Poe, Pater and others eulogized music and said that “All arts aspire to the 
state of music’’ they were impressed by the simultaneity of the musical expe- 
rience. In this connection it must have been noticed that most of the creative 
writers who have tried to extend the dimensions of literary experience have 
assiduously directed their efforts at achieving the simultaneity of the musical 
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expression. The stream of consciousness methods, the episodic plots, the use 
of symbols and complex imagery are a few of the examples of such ventures. 
Obviously all this had to be done because the inherent qualities of literary time 
would not ctherwise allow the attainment of simultaneity of experience. 
Musical time enables us to achieve it and hence the easiest way (and also the 
logical way) is to emulate the operation of musical time. As simultaneity is a 
temporal concept it is in this respect of time that literary experience will have 
to seek approximation to musical experience. It obviously tries to do so as 
and when required. 


So far we have seen that there is an essential difference between musical 
and literary experience and that it is due to the distinction between musical 
and literary time. Apparently literary devices that assume their peculiar 
character due to their inherent disposition towards literary time cannot 
conceivably lead to musical experience. What then should music films do? 
They should evolve and use devices and methods that take their characteri- 
stics from musical time. It will be realized that cinematic art need not do any- 
thing special to achieve this other than renouncing its pronounced literary 
leanings. Flash-back, juxtaposition, montage and such other devices and 
methods are already available to it. What is lacking is a firm conceptual 
comprehension of the special affinity between these and the musical experience. 
Film-logic coupled with the cinematic representation of musical time will be 
specially conducive to the musical experience that music-films should provide. 


Music-films should have a greater reliance on auditary imagery; they 
should seek their thematic development in the permeating usage of sequence 
instead of chronology and of juxtaposition instead of succession. And lastly 
music should be given a proper role in music films. It is this last point that we 
now turn our attention to. 


Role of Music 


What music Is proper in a music-film is a question that really boils down 
to a more basic question: What is film-making? In other words the question 
seeks to decide the nature of relationship of the arts of cinema and music 
when they come together. As they both are independent arts having their 
own characteristic expressive powers it is but inevitable that coming together 
should mean a careful balancing of creative forces and a skillful use of their 
individual strengths and weaknesses. It is on this background that we have to 
view the interrelationship of music and film and take a decision about the 
nature of film-music. 


There are two theoretical positions taken about this interrelationship. 
They are: the Organic Unity and the Limited Autonomy. From these positions 
several derived conceptual decisions follow and they condition the type and 
extent of music used in films. It is necessary to examine these theories in some 
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detail. It is of course not denied that music does not behave in all films in the 
same manner. It may intensify the filmic effects, or create an atmosphere, 
fill in the structural gaps, or help in providing clues in character and situation- 
establishment. But whatever the role, they all are subsumed under the 
above-mentioned theoretical positions. 


The first premise of the Organic Unity theory (O.U. theory) is that music 
is only one of the components of the film. It may of course acquire a place 
of more or less importance depending on the type of films. But all the same 
it remains a component. A component is by definition a part of the whole and 
thus quantitatively and qualitatively it is less than the whole. 


It follows that being a component, music merges with the film. While 
in the process of merging it cannot remain the same and in addition it does 
not remain separate. It becomes one with the film in tone, texture, feeling, etc. 
It is this merging that enables it to be in effective existence. Taken out of the 
whole in which it has merged it is divested of any identity whatsoever. Film- 
music has only a sort of contextual value and it is not self-sufficient in respect 


of valuableness. 


O.U. theory maintains that by merging musical structure reinforces 
the total artistic endeavour. The musical structure owes its existence to 
the total structure and has a definite relation to it. One peculiarity of this 
relation is that it consists of corresponding structures. Correspondence 
here connotes similarity in tonal design, rhythmic structure and the 
associational complex. The musical structure in a way reflects the 
relevant part of the total structure. Correspondence of course does not pre- 
clude use of contrast in expression. But contrast is also a reflection as it is 
inverse correspondence. The dependence of the musical structure on the 
artistic endeavour in matters of design, durational aspect, tonal variations is 
stressed by the principle of correspondence. The other side of the factor of 
correspondence is concerned with the affective aspect. Musical structure is 
meant to reinforce what the total structure is out to achieve on its own. 
Being a component, musical structure cannot and should not follow its own 
independent course. It is supposed to exploit its power for every purpose 
that is not different in intent, direction and method from that of the non- 


musical part of the whole. 


All these features of the O.U. theory move to a very important consi- 
deration when it asserts that the correspondence referred to above exists 
in respect of emotions and musical units. It believes that reinforcement is 
possible in the affective aspect because there is a correspondence between 
sad, gay, emotional states and sad, gay musical units. It holds that as musical 
units are capable of being sad, gay, valorous etc. when taken separately, 
their use with extramusical units will follow the basic condition of drawing 
on the associational resources of the musical units that are similar to asso- 
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ciational resources of the extra-musical units. There is almost a quantitative 
doubling of forces leading ultimately a qualitative reinforcement of emotional 
effect. 


Ina way all the earlier positions are possible because of one underlying 
proposition of the O.U. theory that music has meaning. In brief linguistic 
analogy it can be said that there is a definite relation between the musical 
piece and that for which it stands. Musical piece can be related to a definite 
emotional content and additionally to a suggestive aura in a way similar to 
that of a word with a definite dictionary meaning and a suggestive aura. The 
traditional musicological categorization of music according to Navrasa 
in India is a very appropriate example of this way of thinking. Obviously the 
literary or the content-oriented concept of meaning is here transferred to the 
art of music. It is due to this literature-based transferrence that the O.U.- 
theory holds music capable of having meaning comparable to one available 
in a literary expression. 


As expected the Limited Autonomy (L.A.) -theory takes up a position 
which is diametrically opposite to one held by the O.U. theory as stated above. 


Music as Entity 


To start with, in any film-music, music is an entity in itself. Hence it 
follows its own laws of organization and expression. It is included in the total 
artistic endeavour as music which is qualitatively and quantitatively on a 
level much higher than a component. To be valid, this music has firstly 
to fulfil the basic condition of being music and then of being appropriate in 
the filmic context in question. 


Music not only enters into the picture because it is an entity in itself 
but also because it retains its identity as such. It is felt as a separate entity 
because it does not merge in the total endeavour. It is conceived, expressed 
and received in a way that precludes the use of terms like merging, fusion, 
unifying its context. 


It has to resist all attempts at merging in the general fabric because it is 
expected and designed to achieve the task of intensifying and reinforcing the 
artistic structures that are raised in the total expression. This reinforcement is 
done through erecting parallel musical structures. They are parallel in respect 
of duration, associational emergence and the overall contours of the structures. 
In certain contexts the parallelism is attained through the device of onomato- 
poeic expression. A very important aspect of this parallelism is that the 
structures constructed here are not restricted to the use of sounds traditional- 
ly accepted as musical. They are no doubt musical as far as their organization, 
conception and intention goes but they have a wider acoustic base as far as its 
raw-material is concerned. Such music might not sound sweet or melodious 
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in the established sense of the terms but still may be appropriate music, i.e. 
music with a relevance. Hence it will succeed in the task of reinforcement of 
the general thrust of the endeavour. 


It thus reinforces not through correspondence but through approximate 
equivalences. These equivalences are emotional, i.e. they are related to the 
affective aspect of music. They are approximate because there is no one-to-one 
and intrinsic relation between a content-situation and musical unit. They are 
emotional also in the sense that they are based on the fact that by musical 
and extra-musical associations musical and non-musical sounds are psycho- 
logically connected with non-musical and affective content-situations 
like birth, death, separation, marriage, initiation and that expression and 
reception of one leads to the arousal and experiencing of the another paired 
member. Obviously this is what can be called an ethnomusicological pheno- 
menon. The equivalence varies from culture to culture and is inevitably not 
intrinsic to music. 


It is on this background that L.A. theory states that music has signi- 
ficance but does not have meaning. In other words it says that music has 4 
capacity to give valuable experience but does not have the ability to pinpoint 
emotional or intellectual experiences with established connotations and 
denotationts. It also suggests that music-experience can enrich the total 
experience provided by structures associated with it if and to the extent 
music is allowed to follow its own logic in matters of internal organization 
and communication. It only takes a cue from the filmic or dramatic or 
movemental situations when these composite art-forms create the specially 
composite forms of music-film, opera and ballet. Of course in other cases of 
association with non-musical arts music takes a subservient role. But even 
then there is no merging or disappearing of its identity because loss of identity 
deprives it of any power of contributing to the total effectiveness of the entire 
artistic endeavour. Hence the L.A. theory maintains that music in films has 
significance but not meaning. 


Tracing the reasons why music-films pose special problems we have 
explained that music-films cannot give the musical experience they seek to 
provide if they continue to follow the content-oriented literary devices of 
narration etc. We have also seen that the root of the problem is in an in- 
correct conceptual understanding of the relation between the two arts of film 
and music. Reviewing the two theoretical positions concerning music-film 
relations we may come to the conclusion that structuring of a music-film has 
perhaps to be on the lines of music itself. Only then it can provide musical 
experience. Possibilities of such structuring involves taking a hard look at 
the nature of both these arts and then deciding on the methods of conceiving, 
creating and projecting a music-film. It needs less reliance on accepted litera- 
ture-oriented, worn out methods and a struggle to gain a conceptual clarity. 
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